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@ Automatic pump protection system. 

@ An automatic pump protection system is comprised of a 
plurality of sensors for measuring process parameters indica- 
tive of a loss of pump suction or of pump motor failure. Analysis 
of the parameters is performed by a microprocessor in order to 
determine whether conditions leading to a loss of pump suction 
or pump motor failure are present. The microprocessor then 
automatically initiates pump protective action in response to the 
foregoing analysis by tripping the pump or by providing an 
alternate suction source. 
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Description 

AUTOMATIC PUMP PROTECTION SYSTEM 



5 BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 



Field of the Invention : 

The present invention is directed generally to the automatic protection of equipment and, more specifically, 
10 to the automatic protection of pumps. 

Description of the Prior Art : 
In present-day fluid systems 9 (Fig. 1 ) incorporating a centrifugal pump 1 0, it is possible for the tanl< or other 

suction source 11 to be emptied or drained to a level such that a potential for vortex formation or air 
15 entrainment exists. Additionally, an inadvertent closing of a suction line isolation valve 14 can cause the pump 

to experience a total or partial loss of suction fluid. Any of these events can cause pump damage due to 

rotating element heat up, fluid cavitation, or air-binding of the pump casing and rotating element. 
Current practice directed to the mitigation of pump damage due to loss of suction suggests the use of one 

of two methods of indicating loss of fluid level. In one method, a sight glass or section of clear plastic hose 12 
20 in the pump suction source is provided as a direct visual indication of the sufficiency of fluid level. 

The second method incorporates a fluid level sensor 13 which alerts the operator of a low fluid level 

situation. There are, however, inadequacies inherent In both of these two methods of fluid level indication. In 

either method, the operator must recognize the low fluid level indication and must then react with the 

appropriate precautionary or mitigating procedure. Operator recognition and reaction times are on the order 
25 of several minutes whereas required protection steps must often be taken within seconds of the initiating 

event. In addition, the first method requires the operator to be present in order to make the necessary visual 

inspection. 

The instance may occur where an operator is not present when an abnormal condition occurs or it may take 
several minutes for the operator to recognize the problem and take appropriate corrective action. For pumps 
30 costing tens of thousands of dollars, pumps located in hazardous environments such as a nuclear 
containment building, or pumps located in inaccessible locations, the protection methods of the prior art are 
clearly inadequate. Accordingly, the need exists for a system which is capable of automatically detecting 
abnormal conditions in a fluid system and automatically initiating pump protective action. 

35 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is directed to an automatic pump protection system comprised of a plurality of 
sensors for measuring process parameters indicative of a loss of pump suction. Analysis of the parameters is 

40 performed to determine whether conditions leading to a loss of pump suction are present. Pump protective 
action is automatically initiated in response to the foregoing analysis. 

The present invention in its broad form resides in a system for automatically protecting a liquid pump against 
loss of suction, by sensing a plurality of process parameters, wherein a relationship using all said parameters, 
which relationship indicates loss of suction in the pump, can be known by computation, comprising: means for 

45 measuring process parameters Indicative of a loss of pump suction ; characterized by means for analyzing said 
measured parameters to determine whether conditions leading to a loss of pump suction are present; and 
means for automat ically initiating pump protective action in response to said analysis. 

One embodiment of the present invention is directed to an automatic pump protection system comprised of 
a plurality of sensors for measuring temperature, pressure, fluid flow rate and fluid level. Analysis of the 

50 measured parameters is performed to determine whether conditions leading to vortex formation or air 
entrainment are present. The pump Is automatically tripped or an alternate suction is provided in response to 
the foregoing analysis. 

According to another embodiment of the present invention, an automatic pump protection system is 
comprised of a plurality of sensors for measuring pressure and fluid level and for determining isolation valve 

55 position. Analysis of the monitored parameters is performed to determine whether the fluid level has dropped 
to a critical level or whether the isolation valve is closed, resulting In a loss of pump suction. The pump is 
automatically tripped or an alternate suction source is provided in response to the foregoing analysis. 

Another embodiment of the present invention is directed to an automatic pump protection system 
comprised of a plurality of sensors for measuring pump motor vibration level, electrical current level and sound 

60 frequency/intensity as well as process parameters indicative of a loss of pump suction. Analysis of the 
parameters is performed to determine whether conditions indicative of pump motor failure are present in 
addition to condftions Indicative of a loss of pump suction. The pump is automatically tripped In response to 
the foregoing analysis. 
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The automatic pump protection system of the present invention may be used in any fluid system 
incorporating a pump wherein the tank or other suction source can be drained to a level such that the potential 
for vortex formation or air entrainment exists. This type of protection system can provide for the automatic 
execution of precautionary or mitigating actions within seconds of the Initiating event, the time frame within 
which such action is required if it is to be effective. The advantage of this type of system is readily apparent 6 
when compared to the prior art which provides, at best, for the manual execution of mitigating action which 
could occur several minutes after the initiating event, long after extensive damage to the pump has occurred. 
In worst case conditions, when an operator Is not available, no mitigating action will be taken, likewise resulting 
In extensive damage to the pump. 



BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

In order that the present Invention may be clearly understood and readily practiced, preferred embodiments 
will now be described, by way of example only, with reference to the accompanying figures wherein : 15 
Fig. 1 illustrates the prior art in pump protection systems which is comprised of a sight glass or clear 
plastic hose or. In the alternative, a fluid level sensor; 

Fig. 2 illustrates an embodiment of the automatic pump protection system constructed according to 
the teachings of the present invention; 

Fig. 3 is a flow chart Illustrating the steps performed by the microprocessor of the automatic pump 20 
protection system shown in Fig. 2. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

_ " 25 

In Fig. 2, an automatic pump protection system 19 constructed according to the teachings of the present 
invention is illustrated in conjunction with a residual heat removal system (RHRS) 20 which recirculates and 
cools water from a reactor coolant system (RCS) 21 In a nuclear power plant (not shown). In certain modes of 
plant operation, the water level 22 in the RCS 21 is lowered to mid-pipe level. During these modes, a pump 23 
of the RHRS 20 takes suction from the RCS 21 through a suction line 24, passes it through a heat exchanger 25 30 
and injects the cooled water back into the RCS 21 through a line 26. Considering that under these conditions 
the flow rate of water through the RHRS 20 is fairly high (1500-2000 gpm) and that the level of water remaining 
in the RCS 21 is fairly low, the potential exists for air entrainment, vortexing, or a total loss of suction to the 
RHRS pump 23. The total loss of suction could occur due to either a loss of fluid from the RCS 21 or a spurious 
closure of an isolation valve 27 in the suction line 24 from the RCS 21 to the RHRS 20. If any of these conditions 35 
exist, the RHRS pump 23 could experience damage in the form of either pump heatup due to continued 
operation under air-binding conditions (no fluid in pump casing) or casing or impeller physical damage due to 
steam void collapse on the metal surfaces (cavitation). 

Although the present invention is illustrated in the environment of an RHRS 20 of a nuclear power plant, 
such illustration is not intended as a limitation. The concepts of the present Invention are applicable to 40 
numerous systems wherein expensive or inaccessible pumps are used. 

An alternate suction source 28 is also illustrated along with an alternate suction line 29 and a series of 
isolation valves 30, 31 and 32. Isolation valves 30, 31 and 32, along with the suction line isolation valve 27, can 
be operated In such a way as to isolate the pump 23 from the RCS 21 which Is the main suction source and 
connect it to the alternate suction source 28. This may be accomplished by closing the suction line isolation 45 
valve 27 along with isolation valve 32 and opening Isolation valves 30 and 31 in the alternate suction line 29. 

Analog variables related to loss of suction conditions may include pressure, temperature, fluid flow rate and 
fluid level. A fluid level sensor 33 is placed in the RCS 21 to monitor water level 22. A pressure sensor 34 Is 
located at the RCS 21 outlet. A second pressure sensor 35 is located at the RHRS pump 23 intake, thereby 
facilitating the measurement of a pressure differential between these two points. The water temperature in the 50 
suction line 24 Is measured through the use of a temperature sensor 36. Fluid flow rate is measured at the 
pump 23 outlet with a fluid flow rate sensor 37. 

Analog variables related to pump motor conditions may include motor electrical current level, motor 
vibration level and motor sound frequency/intensity. An ammeter 38 measures the current drawn by the pump 
motor (not shown) from a power source 39. A sensor 40 measures motor vibration level; an additional sensor 55 
41 measures motor sound frequency/intensity. The sensors Illustrated in Fig. 2 may be any commercially 
available sensors. 

A microprocessor 42 samples the analog process variables on a real-time basis. Status points associated 
with switches 48, 49, 50 and 51 and corresponding to the position of isolation valves 27, 30, 31 and 32 are also 
monitored to facilitate the detection of a loss of suction condition. The microprocessor 42 controls the position 60 
of valves 27, 30, 31 and 32 through control lines 43. 44, 45 and 46, respectively. The microprocessor 42 Is also 
capable of automatically tripping pump 23 through control line 47. 

The operation of system 1 9 shown In Fig. 2 may be implemented as illustrated in the flow chart of Fig. 3. The 
flow chart begins at step 60 where the microprocessor 42 of Fig. 2, through known data acquisition 
techniques, samples the following parameters through the indicated sensors of Fig. 2: suction line 65 
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temperature (T-sensor 36), suction line pressures (Pi and Pa-sensors 34 and 35), fluid flow rate (Q-sensor 37) 
and RCS fluid level (L-sensor 33). 

The microprocessor 42 then performs an analysis to determine air ingestion/vortex formation potential in 
step 61 . One method of performing such analysis Is through the use of the Harleman Equation as discussed in 
5 Simpson, Sizing Piping For Process Plants , Chemical Engineering, June 17, 1968, at 192, 205-206 which is 
hereby incorporated by reference. The Harleman Equation can be expressed as follows: 



10 Vj, 



IS 



20 



25 



i = 3.24K (H/D)^-^ 



Where 

Vl = superficial average velocity of liquid (ft/sec) 



ei 



30 g ^ 32A7 ft/sec^ (gravitational constant) 
pL = density of liquid (Ib/ft^) 
pG = density of gas (Ib/ft^) 
D — diameter of pipe (ft) 
K == factor dependent upon fluid line geometry 

55 H = level of fluid above the tank outlet (ft) 

Vl can be calculated from the fluid flow rate while the densities of the liquid and gas can be determined from 
the suction line temperature and suction line pressure. Pipe diameter, pipe area and the factor K used in these 
calculations are stored in a data base structure within microprocessor 42, The equation may then be solved for 
H, the minimum level of fluid above the RCS 21 outlet which will ensure that air is not Ingested into the system. 

40 In step 62, the microprocessor 42 compares the RCS fluid level 22 with the minimum required fluid level H as 
calculated in step 61. If the RCS fluid level 22 is greater than level H as calculated in step 61 , then the program 
control continues with step 65. However, if the RCS fluid level 22 is less than level H as calculated in step 61, 
then the potential for vortex formation exists and program control continues with step 63. 
in step 63, the microprocessor 42 performs an analysis to determine whether the potential for air 

45 entrainment exists. One method for performing this analysis is through the use of the Froude number which 
can be expressed as follows: 




Where Vl superficial average velocity of liquid (ft/sec) 
g ^ 32.17 ft/sec2 (gravitational constant) 
D =^ diameter of pipe (ft) 
60 pL = density of liquid (Ib/ft^) 
pG = density of gas (Ib/ft^) 

The instantaneous Froude number (Fc) can then be determined from the liquid velocity and liquid and gas 
densities as calculated in step 61 and the pipe diameter stored in a data base structure. 
Through the use of standard empirical techniques, a minimum Froude number can be determined at which 
65 air entrainment will occur, i.e., air ingested into the system will be swept along through the RHRS 20. This 
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Froude number is stored in a data base structure. In step 64 the calculated instantaneous Froude number (Fc) 
of step 63 is compared to this experimental Froude number (Fe). If the calculated Froude number (Fc) is 
greater than the experimental Froude number (Fe) then the potential for air entrainment exists and the 
microprocessor performs the protective actions of step 75 by tripping the pump 23 or providing an alternate 
suction source 28. If the calculated Froude number (Fc) is less than the experimental Froude number (Fe), self 5 
venting of the ingested air will occur and the program control continues with the step 65. 

In step 65, the pressure differential between the RCS 21 outlet and the RHRS pump 23 intake is calculated 
by comparing the readings provided by pressure sensors 34 and 35. The RCS fluid level 22 is compared to a 
critical fluid level and the pressure differential is compared to a critical pressure differential In step 66. These 
critical values are stored in a data base structure. If either of these comparisons indicates a fluid level or 10 
pressure differential less than the critical value, the microprocessor 42 initiates the protective actions of step 
75. Otherwise, the program control continues with step 67. 

Suction line isolation valve position is determined through the corresponding status point 48 by the 
microprocessor 42 in step 67. if the suction line isolation valve 27 of Fig. 2 is closed, then the microprocessor 
42 In step 68 initiates the protective actions of step 75. If the isolation valve 27 is open, program control 15 
continues with step 69. 

In each of steps 69, 71 and 73, the pump motor vibration level, electrical current level and sound 
frequency/intensity Is sampled. These sampled parameters are compared to critical values provided by the 
pump manufacturer or derived from standard empirical studies and which are stored in a data base structure in 
steps 70, 72 and 74. If any of the pump motor parameters Is outside the normal range, the protective actions of 20 
step 75 are taicen. Othenwise, program control passes serially through these steps and returns to step 60. 

After any protective actions are initiated in step 75, the microprocessor 42 continues to monitor, in step 76, 
the current status of the system. When the RHRS 20 has returned to a normal operating condition, i.e., the 
RHRS pump 23 is not tripped nor connected to the alternate suction source 28, program control Is returned to 
step 60. 

The flowchart shown in Fig. 3 illustrates one possible method of operating the system 19 shown in Fig. 2. It is 
anticipated that those of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that other possible equations and methods for 
calculating air Ingestion/vortex potential, etc. can be used. Thus, while the present invention has been 
described in connection with an exemplary embodiment thereof , It will be understood that many modifications 
and variations will be readily apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art. This disclosure and the following 30 
claims are intended to cover all such modifications and variations. 
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Claims 



1. A system for automatically protecting a liquid pump (23) against loss of suction, by sensing a plurality 
of process parameters, wherein a relationship using ail said parameters, which relationship indicates loss 
of suction in the pump, can be known by computation, comprising: means for measuring process 
parameters (48, 49, 50, 51) Indicative of a loss of pump suction; characterized by means (42) for analyzing 
said measured parameters to determine whether conditions leading to a loss of pump suction are 
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present; and means (47) for automatically Initiating pump protective action in response to said analysis. 

2. The system of claim 1 wherein said means for measuring said process parameters Include means for 
measuring temperature, pressure, fluid flow rate and fluid level. 

3. The system of claim 2 wherein said means for analyzing include means for determining whether 
conditions leading to vortex formation are present, 

4. The system of claim 2 wherein said means for analyzing include means for determining whether 
conditions leading to air entrain ment are present. 

5. The system of claim 1 wherein said means for measuring said process parameters Include means for 
measuring fluid level and pressure. 

6. The system of claim 5 wherein said means for analyzing Include means for determining whether the 
fluid level has dropped to a critical level. 

7. The system of claim 1 wherein said means for measuring said process parameters include means for 
determining Isolation valve position. 

8. The system of claim 7 wherein said means for analyzing include means for determining whether the 
Isolation valve Is closed. 

9. The system of claim 1 wherein said means for automatically Initiating pump protective action include 
means for automatically tripping the pump. 

10. The system of claim 1 wherein said means for automatically initiating pump protective action include 
means for providing an alternate suction source. 

1 1 . The system of claim 1 further comprising means for measuring pump motor vibration level and 
wherein said means for analyzing Include means for determining whether said vibration level Is indicative 
of a pump failure condition. 

12. The system of claim 1 further comprising means for measuring pump motor electrical current level 
and wherein said means for analyzing Include means for determining whether said current level is 
indicative of a pump failure condition. 

13. The system of claim 1 further comprising means for measuring pump motor sound-frequency/intens- 
ity and wherein said means for analyzing include means for determining whether said frequency/intensity 
is indicative of a pump failure condition. 

14. A method for automatically protecting a liquid pump, comprising the steps of: measuring process 
parameters indicative of a loss of pump suction ; characterized by the steps of: analyzing said parameters 
to determine whether conditions leading to a loss of pump suction are present; and automatically 
initiating pump protective action in response to said analysis. 

15. The method of claim 14 wherein the step of measuring said process parameters includes the step of 
measuring temperature, pressure, fluid flow rate and fluid level. 

16. The method of claim 15 wherein the step of analyzing includes the step of determining whether 
conditions leading to vortex formation are present. 

17. The method of claim 15 wherein the step of analyzing includes the step of determining whether 
conditions leading to air entrainment are present. 

18. The method of claim 14 wherein the step of automatically Initiating pump protective action Includes 
the step of automatically tripping the pump. 

19. The method of claim 14 wherein the step of automatically Initiating pump protective action Includes 
the step of providing an alternate suction source. 
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